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OBITUARY. 



JON ARNASON. 

In Reykjavik, on the 4th of last September, 
Jon Arnason, well-known to the world 
through his collection of the popular tales of 
Iceland, died, after an active and useful life, in 
his seventieth year. He was born in 1819 at 
Hof, Skagastrond, where his father, Arni 
Illugason, was clergyman. His formal 
education was completed at the celebrated 
Bessastad Latin School, in 1843. A few years 
after, in 1848, having lived in the meantime 
with Dr. Sveinbjorn Egilsson, one of the 
greatest scholars that Iceland has ever pro- 
duced, he took his first position as librarian of 
the Stiptb6kasafn Islands (since 1881 called 
the Landb6kasafn, the ' National Library '), 
which office he held continuously to 1887, 
when he asked and obtained from the Althing, 
on the plea of advancing age, a release from 
his official duties. The library, the most con- 
siderable in Iceland and an important factor 
in public education, during the thirty odd 
years of his management steadily increased in 
size and usefulness, a result that was due in 
no small degree to his wise administration. 

The duties of librarian did not preclude, 
however, the bestowal of a good deal of time 
and occupation elsewhere. At one time or 
other during this period he was also the first 
librarian of the Reykjavik branch of the Ice- 
landic Literary Society ; a teacher and the 
custodian of the library at the Latin School 
(which in the meantime had been moved to 
Reykjavik) ; Secretary of the then bishop, 
Helgi Thordersen ; and custodian and an 
active instigator in the formation of the collec- 
tion of Icelandic antiquities, which, under the 
name of the ' Forngripasafn Islands,' has now 
grown to very respectable proportions. He 
also found time for extended literary work 
and beside valuable bibliographies made, 
either alone or in conjunction with others, 
several important contributions to his native 
literature. 

The work by which Jon Arnason is best 
known outside of Iceland is the two volumes 
of folk tales that appeared in Icelandic under 
the title ' Islenzkar /jjddsogur og Mfmtjrn,' 
Leipzig 1862-64. A small preliminary collec- 
tion of ' Islenzk JESmtjm,' made in collabora- 
tion with Magnus Grimsson, was printed in 
Reykjavik in 1852. Afterward, our author 
went to work single-handed to make an ex- 
haustive collection of the legends of the land, 
which were assiduously drawn together from 
every nook and corner of Iceland. Several 
years were spent in untiring effort, and no 



stone was left unturned that promised any 
sort of resultant reward. The end welljustified 
the means. No more important collection of 
folk legends exists in the literature of any 
nation, and the work became not only a classic 
in Iceland, but furnished a most valuable link 
to the comparative study of folk-lore else- 
where. The volumes appeared with a dedi- 
cation to Jacob Grimm and a valuable 
prefatory essay by the late Gudbrand Vig- 
fusson. Stories from the collection have 
found their way all over the world, portions, 
at least, having been translated into English, 
German, French, and Danish. 

In personality Jon Arnason was one of the 
most kindly and warm-hearted of men. Never 
more than modestly well-to-do in this world's 
goods, he was nevertheless generous with 
what he had and did many a kind deed un- 
ostentatiously and without thought or desire 
of praise. In his love of Iceland he was en- 
thusiastic, and his eye would kindle when the 
talk was of her historic past. With the old 
literature and language he was particularly 
well acquainted, and valued it as the most 
precious heir-loom that he, as an Icelander, 
possessed. The writer well remembers with 
what pride he once drew himself up as he 
said : "We are poor, but God be praised that 
we still have our old language and literature." 
During the winter spent some years ago in 
Reykjavik, day after day for several weeks, in 
spite of sleet or snow, and there was a great 
deal of both, Jon Arnason made his way 
without fail to the room where we met to read 
together, and where his coming was eagerly 
looked forward to as the event of the day. 
He was an excellent teacher. A corroboratory 
instance or a striking example was always 
ready, and his unflagging enthusiasm gave 
renewed stimulus and zest when the way, as 
not infrequently happened, was beset with 
difficulty. When we read of the wonderful 
doings of Thor on his wanderings to Utgar- 
?al6ki, his laughter at the god's discomfitures 
was long and irresistible, though he perhaps 
had read the narrative a hundred times. In 
all the associations of life, as he was seen 
from day to day during my stay in Iceland, he 
always evinced the same quiet geniality of 
disposition which was his striking characteris- 
tic. He was but little a man of the world ; 
although he mingled a good deal with men, 
he was in many ways as simple as a child, 
and as innocent and unsophisticated. One by 
one the good men of the last generation are 
passing away from among us. One of the 
best of them all has gone in the death of Jon 
Arnason. 
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